american colonial period literature

American colonial period literature refers to the body of written works
produced in the early years of American settlement, particularly from the
early 1600s to the American Revolution in the late 18th century. This era was
marked by the establishment of various colonies, each with its unique
cultural influences, religious motivations, and historical contexts. As a
result, American colonial literature is diverse, reflecting a range of
themes, styles, and purposes. In this article, we will explore the
characteristics, prominent authors, major works, and the cultural
significance of this foundational literature.

Characteristics of American Colonial Period
Literature

American colonial literature is characterized by several key features that
distinguish it from literature produced in other periods:

1. Religious Influence

Many colonial writers were deeply influenced by their religious beliefs,
primarily Puritanism, which dominated the New England colonies. This
influence is evident in the following aspects:

- Themes of Morality: Many works conveyed moral lessons and explored the
relationship between humanity and God.

- Sermons and Religious Texts: A significant portion of colonial literature
consisted of sermons, devotional texts, and religious poetry.

2. Historical Context

The literature produced during this period often reflected the social,
political, and historical contexts of the time. Writers documented the
challenges of colonial life, including:

- Indigenous Relations: Accounts of interactions with Native Americans often
appeared in narratives.

- Colonial Struggles: Many authors wrote about the hardships of settlement,
including wars, famines, and natural disasters.



3. Diverse Voices

The colonial period gave rise to a variety of voices, including:

- Puritan Writers: Focused on religious themes and moral instruction.

- Secular Authors: Explored broader themes of human experience, such as love,
nature, and personal identity.

- Indigenous and African American Voices: Although often marginalized, these
voices contributed to the richness of colonial literature.

Prominent Authors of the Colonial Period

Several key figures stand out in American colonial literature, each
contributing significant works that reflect the diverse landscape of the
time.

1. Anne Bradstreet (1612-1672)

Anne Bradstreet was the first published American female poet and a prominent
Puritan writer. Her work often explored themes of faith, love, and the
challenges of womanhood in a patriarchal society. Notable works include:

- "The Tenth Muse Lately Sprung Up in America": This collection of poems

includes reflections on her personal life, religious beliefs, and the role of
women.

2. Edward Taylor (1642-1729)

Edward Taylor was a Puritan minister and poet, known for his complex
metaphysical poetry. His works often employed intricate imagery and explored
profound theological themes. Key works include:

- "God's Determinations": A collection of poems reflecting on God's grace and
the human condition.

3. Cotton Mather (1663-1728)

Cotton Mather was a minister, author, and pamphleteer. He was influential in
both religious and scientific circles. His writings included:

- "Magnalia Christi Americana": This historical work chronicled the early
history of the Puritan settlement and its leaders.



4. Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790)

Although more commonly associated with the Enlightenment and the American
Revolution, Benjamin Franklin's early writings reflect the colonial period's
spirit. His contributions to literature include:

- "Poor Richard's Almanack": A yearly publication filled with proverbs,
practical advice, and humor, which became widely popular.

5. Philip Freneau (1752-1832)

Often referred to as the "Poet of the Revolution," Philip Freneau's work
reflects the transition from colonial literature to the emerging American
identity. His poetry often addressed themes of freedom and nature, including:

- "The House of Night": A poem that captures the essence of colonial life and
the longing for liberty.

Major Works and Genres

The literature of the American colonial period can be classified into various
genres, each serving different purposes and audiences.

1. Sermons and Religious Texts

Sermons were a dominant form of literature, reflecting the Puritan emphasis
on religion. Prominent works include:

- "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God" by Jonathan Edwards: A powerful
sermon that emphasized the urgency of salvation.

2. Poetry

Poetry flourished during the colonial period, with many poets exploring
personal and religious themes. Notable collections include:

- "The Poems of Anne Bradstreet": A compilation showcasing her reflections on
life, faith, and love.



3. Travel Narratives

Travel narratives provided insights into the experiences of settlers and
explorers. These works often documented encounters with Native Americans and
the challenges of colonial life. Examples include:

- "A Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson": A

firsthand account of Rowlandson's experience as a captive among Native
Americans.

4. Historical Writings

Historical writings played an essential role in documenting the early years
of American settlement. Key examples include:

- "A History of New England" by Increase Mather: A comprehensive account of
the early Puritan settlements.

5. Pamphlets and Essays

Pamphlets became popular vehicles for political and social commentary,
particularly leading up to the American Revolution. Noteworthy works include:

- "Common Sense" by Thomas Paine: Although published in 1776, its roots lie
in the colonial period, advocating for independence from British rule.

Cultural Significance of Colonial Literature

The literature of the American colonial period is significant for several
reasons:

1. Foundation of American Identity

Colonial literature laid the groundwork for a distinctly American literary
tradition. The themes of freedom, individuality, and the quest for identity
resonate throughout subsequent American literature.

2. Reflection of Societal Values

The literature produced during this period reflects the values and beliefs of



early American society, including religious devotion, community, and the
importance of morality.

3. Diverse Perspectives

While predominantly featuring Puritan voices, colonial literature also
provides glimpses into the experiences of marginalized groups, including
Native Americans and enslaved Africans. These perspectives contribute to a
more comprehensive understanding of early American life.

Conclusion

In summary, American colonial period literature is a rich and varied body of
work that offers insights into the lives, beliefs, and struggles of early
American settlers. The diversity of voices, the influence of religious
thought, and the historical context all contribute to a complex literary
landscape that continues to inform and inspire contemporary writers and
readers. As we explore this foundational literature, we gain a deeper
appreciation for the cultural heritage that has shaped American identity and
literature as we know it today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main characteristics of American
colonial period literature?

American colonial period literature is characterized by its focus on
religious themes, moral instruction, and the exploration of the New World. It
often includes journals, sermons, poetry, and narratives that reflect the
experiences of settlers and indigenous peoples.

Who are some prominent authors from the American
colonial period?

Prominent authors from the American colonial period include Anne Bradstreet,
Edward Taylor, Cotton Mather, and Jonathan Edwards. Their works often reflect
the Puritan values and the complexities of colonial life.

What role did religion play in colonial American
literature?

Religion played a central role in colonial American literature, as many
writers were influenced by Puritan beliefs. Their writings often addressed



themes of sin, redemption, and the moral responsibilities of individuals
within a communal society.

How did the American colonial period influence later
American literature?

The American colonial period laid the groundwork for later American
literature by introducing themes of identity, struggle, and the relationship
between humanity and nature. These themes evolved and became more pronounced
in later literary movements such as Romanticism and Transcendentalism.

What types of literature were popular during the
American colonial period?

Popular types of literature during the American colonial period included
sermons, religious tracts, personal narratives, poetry, and travel writings.
These genres often served to educate, inspire, and provide moral guidance to
the colonial populace.

What is the significance of Anne Bradstreet's poetry
in colonial literature?

Anne Bradstreet's poetry is significant because she is considered the first
published American poet. Her work explores themes of love, faith, and the
challenges of womanhood in a patriarchal society, offering a unique
perspective on colonial life.

How did colonial writers depict Native Americans in
their works?

Colonial writers often depicted Native Americans through a lens of either
admiration or prejudice. Some wrote about their cultures with respect and
curiosity, while others portrayed them as savages or obstacles to colonial
expansion, reflecting the complex relationships between settlers and
indigenous peoples.

What impact did the Enlightenment have on colonial
American literature?

The Enlightenment influenced colonial American literature by introducing
ideas of reason, individualism, and skepticism of authority. Writers began to
explore themes of liberty, democracy, and human rights, which would later
shape the American identity and revolutionary thought.
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